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“Soiling The Others”: The Effect of Change in Igbo Sin and Punishment
In recent discussions of cultural change in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, a
common critical discussion is whether or not the adaptation and acceptance of Christianity and
European values was a positive step forward for the indigenous Igbo culture. A majority of
critics argue that Achebe’s purpose in writing Things Fall Apart is to show that while the
introduction of Christianity, and the resulting system of government it ultimately established,
certainly did change the Igbo culture and way of life, not all of the changes were bad. According
to this view, Achebe’s purpose is to examine the benefits and drawbacks of traditional Igbo
values in an effort to influence Nigerians to reexamine their current values. From this
examination, a more desirable hybrid between the two cultures could perhaps be created for the
future (Gikandi 299). I believe that the Igbo loss of determining sin and enacting punishment, in
particular, had significant and negative implications and merits further evaluation. In the
traditional Igbo culture, when an individual member of the clan sinned, his punishment was
shared by the entire clan. Following the advent of a European government of Christian-infused
ideals, punishment was allotted and affixed primarily on an individual basis. This fundamental
change in Igbo society, however, was not recognized by the community at large until after
Okonkwo slayed the court messenger and took his own life. This action brought the Igbo society
to subdued reconciliation with the concept of individual punishment for the sinner. I will explore
these ideas throughout this paper.
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My own view is that colonial imposition was not uniformly evil; however, I believe that
it led to a forced termination of several vital Igbo values, particularly the determination of sin
and enactment of communal punishment. I maintain that the Igbo would have been able to
achieve greater overall harmony within their society if left to determine values and actions as
they previously had, or perhaps would have naturally adapted to if confronted with less coercion
from colonizers. The absence of traditional community values following colonial intervention led
to “the beginning of disunity and disintegration in the communal life of the people” (Adetunji
255). I contend that this coerced change led Okonkwo to act in a manner contrary to traditional
Igbo beliefs, which led to his ultimate demise. This paper will evaluate several critical sources
that discuss whether or not the changes the Igbo culture underwent during colonization resulted
in the loss of valuable cultural practices, and what I believe Achebe’s intentions were. I will
highlight specific dealings of sin and punishment from pre-colonial imposition juxtaposed with
those during colonial imposition, noting the ensuing negative impact this change had on
Okonkwo and the Igbo society as a whole.
Along with Gikandi, I assert that Achebe wanted to influence the current generation of
Nigerians to look back at their former culture and evaluate both good and bad aspects of the
culture that were present before colonization. Adetunji believes that it is the duty of writers to be
“educators, spokespersons of their people, visionaries, prophets, critics, messiahs, agents of
change, historians and chroniclers, and role models” to those in their society (250). He also
asserts that a critical element in a society’s ability to develop, grow, and progress is by having “a
well-established link and relation with the past” (2520. I believe that Achebe wrote Things Fall
Apart in an attempt to influence latter-day Nigerians to understand their past and to consider
incorporating past practices into their newly-liberated country.
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With this purpose in mind, it seems as though Achebe made a concentrated effort to
portray both the good and bad of the precolonial and colonial Igbo society. Adetunji reports that
Achebe is “able to prove that [the pre-colonial Igbo community] is a well-organised and
pluralistic society with laws and orders, having respect for their neighbors and gods, and above
all, performing social, cultural and religious activities” (255). In his depiction of the New Yam
Festival, Achebe portrays aspects of this high-functioning, communal society (Achebe 23). In a
similar manner, Achebe relates more negative aspects of his culture, including “human sacrifice,
the excessive demonstration of manliness, and superstitious beliefs” (Adetunji 258). It is evident
that Achebe intends to portray an accurate interpretation of Igbo society, and I argue that he did
so in order to bring to light what Suzanne Scafe described as “duality and difference as necessary
conditions of existence” (119).
In order to more fully understand the importance of communal punishment to the Igbo
society in Things Fall Apart, as well as Achebe’s possible intentions as a writer, more
background information about Igbo beliefs is useful. The Igbo understood that the universe was
twofold: it consisted of things “visible” and “invisible” (Nwosu 211). The visible consisted of
things physically seen by the society, whereas the invisible referred to gods, spirits, and
ancestors (Nwosu 211). The Igbo believe that “the invisible, the spiritual and sacred, on the one
hand, operate with (emphasis added) the visible . . .[and] in harmony with each other.” (Nwosu
213). This being the case, it was understood that if something went wrong in the community or
with an individual, “it was because the world was out of step with universal harmony” (Nwosu
211). What’s more, the Igbo believed that “no one sins against the gods alone. Punishment for
the sin of one man is visited [upon] all. The blessings of the gods are also shared by all” (Nwosu
214). Thus the link between individual and communal action had bearing in the realm of Igbo
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gods and spirits. This close relationship between things visible and invisible is the reason the
Igbo people were so diligent in acting as one for the gods when enacting proper punishment for
sin.
The fact that the Igbo people traditionally dealt with sin and its consequent punishment in
a communal setting is evident from several examples of sin and punishment that are displayed in
the novel. The first major instance of sin mentioned in Things Fall Apart is Okonkwo’s violent
beating of his wife that resulted in a violation of the sacred peace week. Okonkwo’s crime, as it
was explained to him, showed blatant disregard and disrespect “for [the] gods and ancestors”
(19). The priest stated that Okonkwo had committed a crime that was such a “great evil” that the
earth goddess might withhold a prosperous harvest from the community, which could “ruin the
whole clan” (20). Likewise, Asamoah-Gyadu reports that “the strong African sense of
community that brought together the living, the dead, and the yet unborn, means that individual
infractions could have communal consequences” (48). In an effort to avoid inevitable
punishment by the gods falling on the whole clan, Okonkwo brought “one she-goat, one hen, a
length of cloth and a hundred cowries” to the shrine of Ani, the earth goddess (Achebe 20). By
fulfilling this punishment, the people seemed to forget Okonkwo’s sin, and began preparations
for farming their crops (21). Although Okonkwo’s punishment seems individual in nature, it is
evident that he accepted his punishment due to the common understanding that if he was
punished, the community at large would not suffer from the effects of his sin. Thus, justice had
sufficiently been leveled and the people of Umuofia were once-again expectant of a bountiful
harvest of yams.
As in most cultures worldwide, murder was viewed as a sin in Igbo culture. This, too, is
the case in Things Fall Apart but for the sole exception of Okonkwo’s killing of Ikemefuna. In
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this instance, no sin was committed as the Oracle had decreed that Ikemefuna was to die (74).
Regardless of that fact, Asamoah-Gyadu asserts that in killing Ikemefuna, “the consequences of
Okonkwo’s religious, social, and moral indiscretions had mystical consequences for his
community,” and Okonkwo often did not consider those who might be affected by his actions
(51). Later, when Okonkwo accidentally kills the sixteen-year-old boy, though fully
unintentional, the determination was that “the only course open to Okonkwo was to flee from the
clan” (Achebe 74). When serious crimes were committed, Okereafoezeke reports that Igbo
communities commonly enacted justice upon the offender by requiring “sacrifices to the land
and begging to be forgiven . . . [later,] the offender is expected to leave the community for an
extended period of time, probably years” (27). As further retribution, the men in Umuofia are
instructed to destroy Okonkwo’s compound and belongings, which they did despairingly
(Achebe 74). To do so was “the justice of the earth goddess, and they were merely her
messengers,” and Obierika knew that “they were merely cleansing the land which Okonkwo had
polluted with the blood of the clansman” (74). Okonkwo’s sin hung over the clan like rainclouds
during a summer storm, and it appears that banishment and ritual “cleansing” performed by
elders of the tribe was the only way to repentance for Okonkwo and the only way that the tribe
could fully heal. So it was that communal retribution was calming to the people and pacifying to
the gods; it effectively held the society in check.
The next two instances of sin and punishment by the Igbos that will be considered are
sins committed by new African converts to Christianity against sacred edifices. In both episodes,
the converts committed crimes against traditional Igbo religious beliefs; one by openly denying
the gods—they “boasted openly that all the gods were dead and impotent” (89), and the second
affront was killing the sacred, royal python (91). In the first case, “the men were seized [by the
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clan] and beaten until they streamed with blood” (89). In the case of the python, an offense of
this nature had never been committed before, and the Igbo people had to determine what
constituted sin, the grievousness of the sin, and how it should be dealt with. In traditional Igbo
villages, men of “high regard” played “important roles in the management of the village affairs .
. . particularly [the] enforcement of judicial decisions” (Okereafoezeke 24). Thus, the leaders
gathered and it was ultimately decided that Okoli, the killer of the sacred python, would be
brought to justice by the gods, who “fight their own battles” (93). The man was ostracized from
the clan, and within a day Okoli had fallen ill and died (93). This proved to the clan that sin and
punishment were ordained of the gods and that whenever a sin was committed, it was always
accompanied by a just punishment. The tribe, once again, found relative peace and tranquility.
Coincidental with the intervention of Christianity in Africa came a church that was
intricately connected with European ideals and government. As the Christian missionaries began
to establish themselves in the land, it began to be apparent to the Africans that “the white man
had not only brought a religion but also a government” (Achebe 89). There was a complex
intertwining of Christianity and European-style government in colonial Africa, and AsamoahGyadu insists that “Western missionary religion had in several senses become an extension of
colonialism” (46). This system of government brought, by implication, a foreign perspective on
sin and a stress of individual punishment for the sinner that will be shown hereafter. This new
perspective was wholly alien to the African people and the culture “with its strong sense of
community . . . suffered severe strain under the individualistic approach that Western missions
took to Christian evangelization” (Asamoah-Gyadu 47). Indeed, it suppressed traditional
communal determination of sin and punishment and began to alter traditional Igbo behavior.
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The notion that Christianity had tended to emphasize individual actions over communal
ones is echoed by many scholars and religious critics. As one writer stated, the viewpoint that
communal punishment was being phased out by individual punishment shows “the growth of
individualism within the biblical corpus as an evolutionary movement in which the individual
slowly emerges from the murky depths of communal obscurity and gradually gains autonomy”
(Kaminsky 319). While much of the Old Testament focused on communities and communal
practices at large, the New Testament facilitated an evolution of the notion of sin and punishment
by stressing “the decisive question ‘What must I (emphasis added) do to be saved?’” and
connotes a recognition that salvation was meant for individuals rather than groups (Kaminsky
319-20). It is clear that this view became part of mainstream Christianity, as one can see by
considering the popularity and transcendence of The Divine Comedy, authored by famous
Christian poet Dante Alighieri, as a piece of world literature. Written in the 14th century, The
Divine Comedy mirrored public understanding on doctrines of sin, punishment, and reward in
Christianity. Thus, the journey that Dante makes through Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso and
the contrapasso he sees there is indicative of the culturally-understood method of punishment.
This widespread Christian understanding of sin, punishment, and individual salvation likely
played a large role in the colonization of African societies.
The Europeans either identified many customary Igbo practices as sin, as in the case of
the ogbanje, or rejected the validity of traditional Igbo recognitions of sin, as in the case of the
egwugwu. Mutilation of ogbanje children was common in Igbo culture. Since ogbanje were
understood to be “wicked children” (47) that “plagu[e] its mother by dying and entering her
womb to be born again” repeatedly (104), the Igbo believed it was a way to relieve the living
from the evil forces of the dead (Achebe 48). The woman whose husband had beaten and
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mutilated her ogbanje child, for example, awakened the fury of Mr. Smith, which led to her
suspension from attending church (104). The practice of mutilating ogbanje children had never
been considered a sin before, yet now Igbo people were being charged with sin and punished for
doing something that was common practice to them. Similarly, the unmasking and murder of an
egwugwu by Enoch, a convert to the Christian faith, constituted, for the Igbo people, a most
serious crime against the gods. They assembled to enact necessary justice upon this action (107)
so that punishment might not befall all in the community. But Christian leaders, conscious of the
communal swellings of retribution, decided that hiding Enoch away from the tribe was the best
method for dealing with his sinful actions (106-7). They did not allow the tribe to carry out its
requisite, cleansing practices of retribution. Instead, they redefined “sin” and impeded the ability
of the tribe to function as it previously had, which only induced greater angst among the tribe.
Capital punishment was introduced to the Igbos in Things Fall Apart when the Oracle
decreed that the white man would “break their clan and spread destruction among them” (80). In
response the Igbo, following counsel from their god, “killed the white man and tied his iron
horse to their sacred tree” (80). As previously mentioned, murder was not considered a sin to the
Igbo if the gods had decreed it. It was, on the other hand, viewed as a serious crime by the white
Europeans who enacted their justice on the Igbos by a mass shooting, killing nearly everyone in
the village (81). Formerly, if an Oracle decreed that a man was to die, it was so, and that was the
law (34). This is evidence of the redefinition of “sin” that Europeans began to enforce upon the
Igbo that emphasized “suppression of the citizenry, and the enforcement of the powers of the
government” that is still the predominant system in modern-day Nigeria (Okereafoezeke 28).
Indeed, it seems as though Christianity lost faith that God (or gods) would enact His proper
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justice against sin, and therefore instituted their own methods of punishment. These European
methods of recompense were clearly not in harmony with conventional Igbo understanding.
In one of the larger offenses against the Christians and Mr. Smith, the community burned
the church down as retribution for Okoli’s killing of the sacred python. Momentarily “the spirit
of the clan was pacified” (Achebe 108), but this led to the incarceration of six of the
community’s most dignified men. They were jailed, beaten, and fined “two hundred bags of
cowries,” a monetary punishment more typical of European governments than African
governments (110). The Igbo government was traditionally viewed as a “mere natural extension
of the family or community” (Agulanna 287), which stands in stark contrast to the now-ruling
Institutionals. These honorable men in society, who were accustomed to the gods enacting
requisite punishment for crimes committed, instead found mortal men thrusting upon them
seemingly unjustified and confusing punishments.
Okonkwo sat at the pinnacle of this coerced change. He knew that the community had
previously acted as one in determining sin and enforcing punishments on members of the clan
(Achebe 20, 74), and that “a person [in Igbo society] was only assured of security by being
attached to his or her community” (Agulanna 290). But now Okonkwo, sensing the inability to
act in accordance with traditional Igbo methods of retribution, made up his mind to act
independent from other members of the community (Achebe 113). He followed the pattern set
forth by the Europeans and turned from his conventional mindset of communal punishment to
individual punishment. Conscious of his actions and the individual punishment it would induce,
Okonkwo cut down a court messenger and subsequently hanged himself (117). He acted out of
fury and in isolation as he knew the punishment now would rest on him, and him alone. And he
was content with this. He was the first “respectable” member of the community to act against
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typical Igbo belief with the knowledge that he would be tried and punished according to foreign
methods. After Okonkwo’s suicide, the clan, too, “wearily” (116) understood that they must now
abide by and try to reconcile the gods through European-Christian law rather than through their
own traditional methods. I believe that coerced change, rather than simply an allowance to adapt
in their own time, led Okonkwo to kill the court messenger. He made a personal decision to act
as an individual, knowing that the traditional community-central aspect had become subjugated
and was rendered insignificant by the new power controlling his society. This was not an act
intended to “save” the clan from foreign intervention; rather, it was a way for Okonkwo to exact
his pent-up rage and fulfill a personal desire.
In summary, infiltration of European government tactics within the framework of
Christianity brought great change to the Igbos. Court systems were built and instituted and
prisons were constructed and filled with “men who had offended against the white man’s law”
(Achebe 99). Prisoners were incarcerated for “throw[ing] away twins or molest[ing] the
Christians” and were also punished with beatings, sentenced to perform heavy labor, and
suffered a resultant loss of dignity (99). The unnatural and forced evolution in thought and
mindset among many of the Igbo people towards the Christians and their European government
was exemplified by Okonkwo. This prominent change in determination of sin and punishment
served to disprove the Igbo proverb that “if one finger brought oil it soiled the others” (74).
Ultimately, I recognize that it is not my responsibility nor my right to decide what is good for the
Igbo people of Umuofia and what is not. However, my understanding and interpretation of
Chinua Achebe’s novel compels me to believe that he wrote in an attempt to influence modernday Nigerians to contemplate and evaluate the society they live in, in order to create a better
future. He did not condemn nor did he constrain his audience to believe that one way was
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inherently better than another, but allowed readers to think and ponder these subjects privately so
that changes might be enacted publicly.
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